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On Relations That Generate 


by NELSON GOODMAN 


UNIVERSITY OF PENNSYLVANIA 


A sYSTEM is nominalistic, in the precise sense I have recently defined,’ if 
no two of :ts entities are generated from exactly the same atoms. In order 
to apply this test we need to know what relation of the system is its ‘gen- 
erating’ relation, or at least what are the atoms of the system, i.e, what 
entities of the system do not belong to the converse domain of the generat- 
ing relation. 
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The generating relation of a system is the proper-part relation or the 
ancestral of the membership or the logical sum of the two, as they occur 
in the system. That is, the generating relation of a system is the relation 
proper-part-or-ancestral-of-membership as it occurs in the system. For con- 
venience, a subrelation of the (complete) generating relation of the sys- 
tem may be spoken of as a (subordinate) generating relation. Since, nota- 
tion aside, the proper-part relation may itself be regarded as a subrelation 
of the ancestral of membership, there are no generating relations other 
than subrelations of the latter. 

The point of the criterion of nominalism I have presented is its inde- 
pendence of notation. One may use the sign “e” and speak of classes and 
yet have a nominalistic system if severe restrictions upon the admitted 
classes are observed. And if these restrictions are violated, one cannot 
escape the charge of platonism by using some other sign, say “R,” in place 
of “e.” 

Since the class of generating relations is defined by reference to a par- 
ticular relation—the ancestral of membership—the criterion of nominalism 
falls short of being purely formal. Before we can apply the criterion we 
must know what the atoms of the system are or which if any of the rela- 
tions of the system is the generating relation. But we likewise have to 
know this before we can determine whether a system is extensional or not. 
The criterion of nominalism is thus no less formal than the criterion of 
extensionalism. And, indeed, nominalism as I define it might appropri- 
ately be termed “hyperextensionalism.” ? 

All this is a restatement of what I hoped I had made clear in my earlier 
article. But Professor Hempel,® supposing that I use the term “generating 
relation” in some much broader sense than I do, has complained that I 
do not clearly define this broader sense and has proposed the relation of 
parent to child as a generating relation. This relation no more meets my 
requirements for a generating relation than does the relation of child to 
parent discussed in my earlier article. Accordingly, Hempel is mistaken in 
saying that the system he has described, with a parent-child relation as 
the only one involved, will be platonistic by my criterion. Such a system 
has no generating relation, has all its entities as its atoms, and is therefore 
nominalistic. 
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NOTES 
1In “A World of Individuals” in The Problem of Universals (Notre Dame: Univer- 
sity of Notre Dame Press, 1956). 
*J am indebted to Professor Quine for this apt term. 
* Journal of Symbolic Logic, 22:206-7 (1957). 


